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Title of Publication: 

Apocalypto 

Other Known Title: 

Not Stated 

Format: 

Film 35 mm 

Director / Author: 

Mel Gibson 

Producer/Publisher: 

Mel Gibson 

Country of Origin: 

USA 

Language: 

Mayan, with English subtitles 

Applicant: 

Dr Jay Kuten, M.D. 

Distributor: 
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Classification: 

Objectionable except if the availability of the 
publication is restricted to persons who have attained 
the age of 16 years. 

Descriptive Note: 

Graphic violence. 

Display Conditions: 

Nil 
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02 August 2007 
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701397 


Unexcised version of publication: 



Components 


Menu: 

Play Movie 

Extras 


Feature: 

Apocalypto 

139.32 

Total running time: 


139.32 


Excisions: No Excisions Recommended 
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Reasons for excisions: 


Not Applicable 

Summary of reasons 
for classification: 

Section 3(1) of the Films, Videos, and Publications Classification Act 1993 

The Board considers, pursuant to section 3(1) of the Films, Videos, and Publications 
Classification Act 1993 (the Act), that the film Apocalypto passes through the “ gateways ” of 
crime, cmelty, violence, horror and sex in that the publication deals with each of these 
matters. 

There is implied sex in the scene between the childless couple in the hut, and an implied 
rape during the initial raid on the village. 

There is horror depicted in the trek through the body pit, the display of heads on spikes, 
and the sacrifice scenes. 

Crime is depicted, expressed or otherwise dealt with in the various assaults, the implied 
rape and murders. These crimes also depict violence, and at times cmelty. 

There are examples of cmelty and violence to the jaguar and tapir, to humans in the 
desertion of the children, and the sacrifice scenes, to name but a few. 

The Research 

The Board specifically considered Dr Kuten’s submissions in respect of section 3(1) of the 
Act. In order to give serious consideration to Dr Kuten’s submission, the Board reviewed 
a number of scientific papers Dr Kuten refers to. 

The Board accepts the developmental characteristics presented in the scientific papers it 
reviewed, and those referred to by Dr Kuten. The papers propose that adolescents are 
likely to have less mature decision making powers, are less likely to choose alternative 
courses of action, are less able to restrain impulses, and are less likely to understand the 
perspective of others, than considered previously in earlier studies and literature. 

The Board also notes : 

"‘However, no study has been able to definitely determine at which age such differences or 
advances in decision-making competence occurs. Individuals differ considerably in the timing 
and nature of their development, making it dfficult to define a chronological boundary between 
mature and immature individuals. Nevertheless, it is clear that important progress in the 
development of decision-making competence occurs sometime during late adolescence, and that 
these changes have a profound effect upon their ability to make consistently mature decisions. 

Although the observed age difference in decision-making may be appreciable enough to warrant 

the drawing of legal distinctions between adolescents and adults and among adolescents of 
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different ages, they are not consistent enough to draw strong conclusions since a significant 
number of adolescents did exhibit high levels of competence. Further there is support to suggest 
cognitive measures of decision-making competence are not adequate to detect age differences. 
Therefore, care must be taken when drawing polity-re la ted conclusions from these results A 

(B.L. Helpem-Felsher & E.Cauffman, Costs and benefits of a decision, decision¬ 
making competence in adolescence and adults (Applied Developmental 
Psychology 22 (2001), 257-253). 


The Office of Film and Literature Classification (the Classification Office) submission to 
the Board referred to research by Spear, which suggests: 

. .adolescents, although sharing common anatomical and neurochemical brain characteristics are 
also likely to be influenced by culture, social behaviour and other experiences 

(L.P. Spear, The adolescent brain and age-related behavioural manifestations 
(Neuroscience and Behavioural Reviews 24 (2000), 417-463). 

The Board is appreciative of Dr Kuten bringing this research to its attention. This is 
plainly an area of continuing scientific analysis and enquiry, and is an area of research that 
the Board will need to continue to monitor. 

Comparative Films 

Both Dr Kuten and the Classification Office made submissions on comparative films. The 
Classification Office mentioned the film Silent Hill. The Board is not familiar with that film 
and does not take it into account in its decision. 

Submissions were made by Dr Kuten that the Board should compare ratings given 
specifically to Hannibal Vising (R18), Passion of the Christ (R15) and SavingPrivate Ryan (R15). 

Dr Kuten infers in reference to Hannibal Rising that the descriptive note could equally 
apply to ^ Ppocalypto. The descriptive note, however, is not an indication of rating and is 
limited to a very brief consumer warning. 

If the Board were to simply rely on comparisons, Apocalypto could be subject to a lower 
rating than the Board has ascribed to it. The Board refers to Passion of the Christ which is 
classified R15. 

Reviews have noted the similarity between Braveheart and Apocalypto in a number of aspects 
including the same director, the same narrative of heroic adventure, and many similar 
scenes of graphic violence. Braveheart is classified R16. 
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Classification Office Research 

The Board referred to the Classification Office submission regarding its research on the 
effect of films on the behaviour of young people aged 16 to 19 years: 

“No one reported acting more violently or being more accepting of violence as a result of 
watchingfilms containing graphic violence, float they were legally entitled to see.” 

(Office of Film and Literature Classification & UMR Research Ltd., (2006) Young 
People’s Use of Entertainment Mediums Wellington: Office of Film and Literature 
Classification). 

Even if the research is limited in its extent, it adds to the information available to the 
Board to consider. 

The Classification Office figures show an estimated 103,637 people 16 years and over have 
seen Apocalypto in New Zealand cinemas, without complaint (with the exception of this 
application) or apparent injury to the public good. 

The Board considers that the number of “ gateway 1 ’ issues in Apocalypto and their frequency, 
duration, nature and manner of description or expression, if unrestricted, would likely “be 

injurious to the public good.” 

Section 3(1A) 

Section 3(1A) assists in defining “matters such as sex.” Although Apocalypto contains 
numerous visual images of one or more children, or young persons, who are nude or 
partially nude, the images do not come within section 3(1 A). The nudity is cultural, and 
not sexual in nature. 

Section 3(2) 

The Board considered section 3(2)(f) of the Act, as being relevant to Apocalypto. Various 
scenes relate to acts of torture, or the infliction of extreme violence, or extreme cruelty. 
Examples include for instance the assaults, the murders and the sacrifices. It is not 
sufficient however for the publication to describe, depict, express or otherwise deal with 
acts of torture, or the infliction of extreme violence, or extreme cruelty. The publication 
must promote or support, or tend to promote or support the particular activity. 

The Board finds that the activities which involve torture, the infliction of extreme violence 
or extreme cmelty are perpetrated by characters who are clearly identified by the viewers as 
villains. The audience’s allegiance is clearly directed towards the victims. The camera 
swings back frequently to the shocked looks on the faces of the victims, thus engaging the 
audience’s sympathy. The villains are shown to meet their fate in a number of cases. For 
instance, when the leader’s son is killed, and when the hesitant warrior is killed and pushed 
over the waterfall. 

The Board therefore finds that Apocalypto does not promote or support, or tend to 
promote or support, acts of torture, or the affliction of extreme violence or extreme 
cmelty. 
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Section 3(3) 


Section 3 (3) (a) (I) 

The Board finds that there are acts of torture and infliction of serious physical harm, and 
acts of significant cruelty. These commence with the pillage of the village, and include the 
soldier cutting Hint Sky’s throat as a means of exerting psychological torture on his son 
Jaguar Paw, stringing victims over a fire; and when a warrior aggravates the wound on the 
side of one of the captives and taunts a thirsty captive by drinking water in front of him. 

There are numerous other scenes which have depictions of torture, serious physical harm, 
and significant cmelty. These include the sacrifice scenes, when the jaguar bites off the face 
of a victim, and where the captives are set free but then used as targets, to name but a few. 

The Board finds that the film is heavily episodic, but the torture, serious physical harm, 
and incidents of significant cmelty are intense and frequent. The extent and degree to 
which torture, serious harm and physical cmelty is encompassed in Apocalypto is therefore 
significant. An age restriction is appropriate. 

Section 3(3)(a)(ii) 

The Board is required to consider the extent and degree of sexual violence, or sexual 
coercion, or violence or coercion in association with sexual conduct, in Apocalypto During 
the village destmction there is an implied rape of Sky Flower. The extent and degree of 
sexual violence in that scene, and the manner in which it was described, depicted or 
otherwise dealt with, is not significant in the context of the whole film. 

Although the Board does not underestimate the impact of rape, the impact is reduced as 
the implied rape is off screen, and no repercussions are shown on screen. The scene is 
still considered in the Board’s decision. 

Section 3(3)(a)(iiil 

In deciding on a classification, the Board must consider the extent and degree to which, 
and the manner in which, Apocalypto describes, depicts or otherwise deals with sexual or 
physical conduct, of a degrading or dehumanising or demeaning nature. 

The Board finds that there are examples of some sexual, but more physical conduct of a 
degrading, or dehumanising, or demeaning nature. This includes the taunting of the man 
who could not have children, the slavery scenes, and the scene involving the diseased 
people. Further incidents of degrading, dehumanising or demeaning conduct included the 
rolling of anonymous heads down the stairs for the crowd’s gratification, and hearts being 
pulled out during the sacrificial scenes. There were also a number of separate events, 
which were related to the victims being marched as slaves, including one of the slaves 
being cut loose and falling to his death. Another significant example was the body pit 
where there were five to six depictions in the pit of tangled masses of human bodies. 
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With respect to the issues of harm by viewing physical conduct of a demeaning 
dehumanising or degrading nature, Dr Kuten submits that adolescents are less likely to 
restrain impulses, consider the perspective of others, choose alternative courses of action, 
or restrain impulses, and hence harm will be caused to themselves and others. According 
to the literature the difficulty is to assess at what general age improvements in these areas 
of functioning occur. 

The Board finds the availability of material in computer games, on television and through 
other media, means that the majority of New Zealanders, 16 years and above, would not 
be at risk of an adverse reaction in respect to the issues as addressed in section 3(3)(a)(iii) 
of the Act. 

The Board refers again to the research undertaken by the Classification Office in respect of 
the effects of publications on behaviour of young people aged 16 to 19 years. 

The Board finds that the extent and degree to which examples which degrade, dehumanise 
or demean were described, depicted or otherwise dealt with in Apocalypto is significant. 
Other examples are described in the earlier section of the decision, and even these are not 
exhaustive. 

Section 3(3)(c) 

Section 3(3)(c) of the Act requires the Board to consider the extent and degree to which, 
and the manner in which, Apocalypto encompasses scenes which degrade, dehumanise or 
demean any person. Examples have been given in respect of Section 3(3)(a)(iii) above. 

The Board finds the extent and degree of scenes which degrade, dehumanise or demean 
people in Apocalypto is significant. 

Section 3 (3) (d) 

The Board is required to consider if Apocalypto promotes or encourages criminal acts under 
section 3(3) (d) of the Act. 

Although there are significant numbers of criminal acts portrayed in Apocalypto, the Board 
does not find that such actions are promoted or supported, or tend to be promoted or 
supported. As stated earlier in this decision, the perpetrators of the assaults and murders 
are shown as persons the audience is not encouraged to identify with, and therefore the 
activities are not promoted or supported. 

Section 3(4) 

Section 3 (4) (a) 

The dominant effect of Apocalypto is melodramatic and disturbing. It is a quickly paced 
story of jeopardy, pursuit, violent unsophisticated action, heroism and danger. 
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Apocalypto is a more graphic example of a long tradition of adventure films including 
Tartan, King Kong and Bmveheart. Violence is a huge part of the story, but not to the 
exclusion of a moral theme. The theme includes an unbelievable series of co-incidences 
such as the eclipse, and the arrival of a jaguar, a snake, and the Spanish ships. The co¬ 
incidences make Apocalypto somewhat cliched, and bordering on the comic. 

Section 3(4)(b) 

The impact of the medium of film is graphic, with long numbing scenes, relentless music, 
and running action. It is a two-dimensional publication. 

Section 3(4)(c) 

The character of the publication is such that it has some serious themes. These include the 
relationship between Jaguar Paw and the jungle, which becomes his ally. The results of 
over-use of resources, coupled with continuity, and balance in a lifestyle are also explored. 
Other themes include the paralysing effect of fear, and the idyllic village lifestyle. 

Other merits of Apocalypto include the high production values of generally capable good 
photography, art direction and editing. There is apparently creative use of entomology. 

Section 3(4)(df 

The film is aimed at young adults, with a potential skew to a male audience. 

Section 3(4)(e) 

The film is for entertainment, but with a purpose, which may include stimulating thinking 
about modern society. Jaguar Paw for instance, fights for the past, and opposes the life of 
sustainability being invaded by an acquisitive and rapacious society. 

For the above reasons the Board finds that Apocalypto should be given a classification other 
than objectionable, but should be age restricted. 

Applicable Sections of the Act 

The Board notes that it is unable under current legislation to take into account sections 3A 
to 3D of the Act. Section 52 of the Act prohibits the Board from using those provisions. 

The Board is aware that the current Statutes Amendment Bill contains a proposed 
amendment to allow the Board to use sections 3A to 3D. Those sections of the Act would 
have been particularly applicable to Dr Kuten’s submissions and the Board was therefore 
hampered in its full consideration of the submissions by Dr Kuten. 

Excisions 

The Board considered the possibility of excisions. However it considers that the material 
discussed in this decision is an integral part of the film, and it would not be possible to 
excise all of the material and still retain the integrity of the publication. 
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The Age Restriction and The Bill of Rights 

In making its decision in respect of Apocalypto, the Board considered the Living Word 
decision and Moonen 1, and has applied the five steps set out in Moonen 1. 

It is the Board’s expert opinion that, because of the extent and nature of the activities 
under section 3(1) of the Act in Apocalypto and the way they are presented, restriction of 
viewing to persons 16 years or over is justified due to society 7 s wish to protect children and 
young persons from likely injury, yet providing the minimum interference with the rights 
under the Bill of Rights Act. 

The Board cites the comments made in the Board’s decision dated 8 September 2000 in 
response to the Court of Appeal’s direction to the Board in Moonen 1 (p 10). The Board, 
in that decision, makes reference to the intent shown by Parliament in passing the Act to 
balance the rights of freedom against the need to protect the vulnerable in society: 

“It is clear that the Home was well aware of the necessity of considering other rights in this 
context, particularly the right to freedom of expression, and of achieving an appropriate balance. 
It is also clear, however, where they considered float float balance should be: 

That gets to the heart of this legislation. How does one achieve float balance between on the one 
hand the rights ofpeople to do what they see fit in the privacy of their own homes, and on the 
other hand floe greater public good? I think that the answer to that question is that we have to 
look at floe harm that activities, even floose ostensibly conducted in private, have floe potential to 
do to innocent victims in particular. I think that for my part I would certainly err on the side 
of the public good, and if that means at least in a literal sense restricting individual rights, then 
I think the cause here is so important float we should be prepared to do float.” 

(John Blincoe (1992) NZPD p 12775) 

The Board finds that the degree and extent of potentially harmful material in Apocalypto 
places it on a level equal to other films classified R16. 

The Board has taken into account the additional information available to it in terms of the 
scientific research, which has been carefully considered, but as yet is inconclusive. 

In balancing all factors and taking into specific account the new scientific research brought 
to the Board’s attention, the Board finds that the film Apocalypto is objectionable except if 
the availability of the publication is restricted to persons who have attained the age of 16 
years. 
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